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B
ayberry - shrub w

ith w
axy w

hite fruit, 
leaves sm

ell sw
eet.

B
each H

eather - 
low

 grow
ing carpet 

of yellow
 spring 

flow
ers.

B
each Plum

 - tiny 
w

hite dots in bark, 
w

hite spring 
blossom

s, grape-
like fall fruits w

ith large pits.
M

yrtle W
arbler - bright yellow

 rum
p. 

O
ne of the m

any brightly colored, song 
birds of the area.
Pitch Pine - evergreen w

ith three needles 
in a bundle.
Shadbush - vertically striped bark and 
w

hite spring blossom
s.

Sm
ith Point C

ounty Park, located on 
Fire Island betw

een the O
tis Pike 

W
ilderness A

rea and M
oriches Inlet, 

is an exciting yet relaxing place to 
be. This A

tlantic O
cean parkland 

attracts hundreds of thousands of 
visitors annually. A

t Sm
ith Point, 

the sky stretches over the w
aves to a 

far distant horizon, som
etim

es 
m

oody, som
etim

es delightfully 
bright and blue, or covered w

ith 
evening stars. Yet beyond the 
obvious attractions of sky, surf, and 
sand are the forces w

hich m
ake up a 

barrier island and its ecology and 
history. 

Barrier Islands
Fire Island, as a barrier island, is a 
sandy strip of land in m

otion 
betw

een G
reat South B

ay and the 
A

tlantic O
cean. Long shore currents 

act as conveyor belts, carrying 
ocean sand from

 east to w
est. W

inds 
and rising sea levels also shape the 
barrier island by very gradually 
pushing it tow

ards the m
ainland, 

m
ost aggressively during hurricanes 

and N
or’easters. O

bserve, over tim
e, 

how
 the shoreline yields to these 

elem
ents.

O
cean Life

Local fisherm
en w

ill usually be 
happy to tell you w

hich fish are 
running. Press for m

ore details and 
you m

ay learn how
 to distinguish 

one fish species from
 another. 

O
cean life m

ay be readily observed 
in the w

rackline. Look for 
R

ockw
eed, Starfish, M

oon Snails, 
Jelly Fish, large Surf C

lam
s, W

helk 
“egg” cases (strung together like a 
w

hite beaded necklace), and the 
black egg cases of skates (a relative 
of the Sting R

ay).

W
elcom

e To Sm
ith Point C

ounty Park

The Beach
A

bove the surf line is a seasonally changing 
beach profile, especially tow

ards sum
m

er’s 
end w

hen a sharp ledge form
s. B

each sand 
is prim

arily com
posed of w

hite quartz. 
O

ccasional black m
agnetite and red garnet 

color Sm
ith Point’s sand in patches along 

the upper beach. A
s you travel along the 

beach, study the pattern of the dunes. You 
m

ay find this pattern broken by various 
types of disturbances. Foot trails, off-road 
vehicle paths and storm

 surges all can 
seriously im

pact dune structure. Avoid 
im

pacting the dunes as they provide a 
“front-line”barricade against the ravages 
of ocean w

inds and w
aves.

Prim
ary D

une
The prim

ary dune is held together by 
beach 

grass 
w

hich 
extends 

its 
roots 

dow
nw

ard and outw
ard over dune and 

sw
ale, 

providing 
stability. 

Poison 
ivy, 

another resident of the prim
ary dune, has 

three shiny and thornless leaves, and bears 
berries w

hich are enjoyed by song birds 
but poisonous to hum

ans. The nitrogen-
fixing and hardy B

each Pea flow
ers blue in 

m
id-sum

m
er 

w
hile 

Seaside 
G

oldenrod 
flow

ers yellow
 in fall. K

eep an eye out for 
M

onarch butterflies in Septem
ber. This is 

w
hen great num

ber of M
onarchs “fuel-up” 

on Seaside G
oldenrod nectar in preparation 

for m
igrations to Florida, C

alifornia, or 
M

exico.

Behind the Prim
ary D

une
Sheltered from

 salt spray or riddled w
ith 

m
osquitoes on w

indless sum
m

er days is 
the island’s interior. It’s a w

ild place of 
freshw

ater grasses, shady pine groves, 
secluded pickets of sand, and dense shrub 
thickets. D

eer roam
 freely here. N

otice 
R

ed Fox tracks - a cat-like print in single 
file; and listen for the bright m

usical call 
of the song sparrow

 w
hich has a tiny black 

spot on its breast.

Salt M
arsh

A
s dunes give w

ay to this vast, m
arsh 

setting, beach grass gives w
ay to native 

Spartina G
rasses. B

eyond this salt m
arsh, 

the G
reat South B

ay extends northw
ard to 

the m
ainland. Phragm

ites (also know
n as 

reed grass) has tall feathery plum
es and 

has overtaken other species of m
arsh grass 

in som
e areas. Look for  shim

m
ering eel 

grass beds near the shoreline and several 
species of crab at low

 tide. H
erm

it C
rabs 

borrow
 snail shells for shelter. Fiddler 

C
rabs have one unusually large claw. The 

prehistoric, A
tlantic 

H
orseshoe 

C
rabs, 

though not true crabs, are m
ore closely 

related to spiders. B
lue C

law
 and spider 

C
rabs m

ay also be found in this habitat as 
w

ell.
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A H
eritage of R

escue

From
 1640 to 1915, m

ore than six hundred 
ship disasters occurred off Fire Island. The 
shifting sand bars off Fire Island m

ade 
navigation treacherous. Equally treacherous 
high sea rescues w

ere perform
ed by 

volunteers prior to the developm
ent of the 

U
.S. C

oast G
uard. Later, w

ith the assistance 
of the Life Saving B

enevolent A
ssociation, 

and State and Federal funds, rescue huts 
equipped w

ith six-oared, w
hite life boats 

and other life saving equipm
ent began to 

spring up along the barrier beach.
Today, Sm

ith Point’s nationally recognized 
lifeguards rescue sw

im
m

ers instead of ships 
and are skilled in understanding the sea. 
They can spot a riptide (a dangerous 
outgoing current) by the observance of 
sandy turbulence. Their advice: if caught in 
a riptide, relax and sw

im
 laterally tow

ards 
the shoreline. Lifeguards also w

atch for ‘the 
sw

eep’ w
hich is the long shore current and 

‘spilling w
aves’ w

hich slap and pound the 
shore. B

ut they adm
ire ‘slipping w

aves,’ 
gently breaking forw

ard in a picturesque 
w

hite. M
ost of all, lifeguards rem

ain 
respectful of the sea and w

arn us to alw
ays 

sw
im

 w
ith a buddy.

Sm
ith Point Tim

e Line:
1686 - 

W
illiam

 Tangier Sm
ith of England m

oves to  
 

A
m

erica and secures a license to buy land  
 

from
 N

ative A
m

ericans. H
e sets up a w

haling  
 

station at Sm
ith Point.

1901 - 
C

harles H
ow

ell leases and operates a beach  
 

pavilion.
1910 - 

Initial foot bridge built from
 m

ainland to  
 

Sm
ith Point. C

om
pleted in 1916. Ice w

recked  
 

the bridge the follow
ing year.

1920s- Political figure R
obert M

oses dream
s of a  

 
m

ajor highw
ay dow

n the backbone of Fire Island.
1931 - 

N
or’ester form

s M
oriches Inlet.

1938 - 
H

urricane form
s Shinnecock Inlet. M

any  
 

hom
es at Sm

ith Point are lost. W
estham

pton  
 

flooded under six feet of w
ater. Salt spray  

 
defoliates trees five m

iles inland.
1944 - 

C
ounty acquisitions begin at Sm

ith Point.
1950s- W

illiam
 Floyd B

ridge building begins. Plans  
 

for developm
ent of Fire Island continue.  

 
Scientist R

obert C
ushm

an M
urphy initiates a  

 
grass roots effort for preservation.

1964 - 
Fire Island N

ational Seashore and Sm
ith Point  

 
C

ounty Park are established.

S
trip

ed
 B

ass
Though a fish of shallow

 coastal w
aters, Long Island 

“stripers” spaw
n in the freshw

aters of the H
udson 

R
iver, and the D

elaw
are and C

hesapeake Bays. In the 
ocean, Stiped Bass surf through the breaking arc of a 
w

ave, feeding upon sm
all bait fish by opening their 

w
ide m

ouths. Though once in decline from
 overfishing 

and other factors, this tasty fish is m
aking a strong 

com
eback. The N

Y
SD

EC
 sets a m

inim
um

 size lim
it for 

“keepers.” A
ll fish under that size m

ust be returned to 
the w

ater. Please check w
ith Park personnel for the 

current standards.

C
U

T 2

CUT 1

C
U

T 3

Piping Plovers
W

ith sand-colored backs and a m
elodious 

“peep-lo”call, Piping Plovers are delicate, 
sm

all birds of the shoreline and upper beach. 
They breed in spring, and lay speckled eggs in 
nest depressions they create in the sand on the 
open beach. In the sum

m
er m

onths, Piping 
Plover pairs take turns sitting on their clutch 
of eggs, providing both shade from

 a burning 
sun and w

arm
th against chilling ocean 

breezes. If you are distracted by a Piping 
Plover that appears distressed, it m

ay actually 
be trying to lure you aw

ay from
 its young. 

Avoid their territories w
hich are usually 

m
arked w

ith orange- flagged, string fences. 
Piping Plovers are an endangered species.
W

hat follow
s is a brief shorebird key:

•	
Piping	Plovers - com

pactly built, w
ide 

neck, bill short and nearly cylindrical.
•	

Sandpipers - m
edium

 sized, long slender 
bill. B

lack-billed Sanderlings run near the 
surf w

ith fast m
oving legs.

•		
Terns - pointed bills, forked tails. The 
C

om
m

on Tern, orange w
ith black tipped 

bill, w
ill hover and plunge aggressively. 

The endangered Least Tern (nesting area is 
upon bare dunes and m

ay be fenced off) is 
sm

aller w
ith a yellow

 bill.
•	

G
ulls - Typical gulls include: H

erring 
(flesh colored legs), R

ing-billed, Laughing 
(w

ith a black head), and Black-backed


